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Abstract
Just a little while ago I was sitting in Jack’s watching the crowd...
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JUST a little while ago I was sitting in Jack's watching the crowd. Two strangers were laughing while Einer told them 
stories about Rudd. Old stuff to me. I know all Rudd's stories. 
He used to come in and tell them to me in his low, almost in-
audible, voice. I wonder now how I had the patience to listen to 
him. Must have been plain pity. He'd come across the street, his 
huge frame loose under his clothes and his arms flopping almost 
as if they were uncontrollable. Jack would slip me my beer with 
his usual smile, knowing I wanted it before Rudd arrived. 
In he'd come, ignoring me at first but then moving closer 
and closer like a big dog slipping up to a small strange boy, then 
turning as though surprised to see me. 
"Say," he'd say, putting his face almost too close for me to 
drink my beer, "say, the catfish are biting now." 
I'd never answer, as an answer was not wanted or needed. 
"Was out last night, out till two this morning. Caught eight, 
eight big ones, biggest weighed 15 pounds on Charlie Jensen's 
scales. Ask Charlie. He'll tell you." 
"Where did ya go?" 
"Back of the creamery in that hole by the big willow. Caught 
them on clams. They like clams." 
I'd never laugh then, but would save that for supper, when 
I'd tell Dad. Dad would tell it to the men hanging around 
Ralph's garage and the brothers would carry the stories to 
school. What a joke. Fish in that river! Why, since the drought 
no one caught fish there. And so over the trading of grain, cream 
and gasoline the tales would pass, and they came to have an im-
portance to the natives, who were always looking for something 
to break the monotony of a small town. 
Then one Saturday night, it must have been two years ago, . 
standing in Jack's talking to whoever would stand and listen 
to him, Rudd spoke to Mike Olsen, our town drunk. Mike was 
feeling witty that night, having celebrated since early morning 
the return of spring on bock beer. 
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"Hi, Rudd," Mike said with a wink in my direction. "Hi, you 
big Swedish Paul Bunyan, tell me the latest in fishing and hunt-
ing" 
Rudd just stood there, never said a thing. Mike laughed, 
"Come on, Swede, tell us." 
Someone laughed and someone else said, "Shut up, Mike." 
Rudd opened and closed his big hands and looked from Mike 
to the card game, past the pool tables, the bar and finally to the 
door. He left without a word. Left town that night, went to 
Chicago someone said. As I said, that must have been two years 
ago. 
Well, I was walking up the river yesterday afternoon, and 
there was Rudd walking ahead of me. I saw his peculiar, stooped 
walk and called to him. He waited, and when we were side by 
side he thrust his face close to mine and said, "Say, did you know 
there's one fox for every square mile in the county? I saw six 
yesterday. I was walking up George's crick." 
I asked him where he'd been and what he was doing. We sat 
on the river bank watching the eddies where the current hit a 
snag as he told me. 
"Went to Chicago. Got a job in a shoe factory." He was lean-
ing close to me as though he were afraid the trees would hear. 
"Met a girl, a Swedish girl. We're married. She's up to the farm 
now." 
"Yes," I said, surprised at the marriage. "How do ya like 
Chicago?" 
He sat there awhile. "I hate it, sittin' in a shoe factory trim-
min' shoes all day, afraid to leave for a minute. Foreman's al-
ways running around yelling. Yells at us like we was hogs. 
Can't stop for a smoke. Even got a "no smoking" sign in the 
locker room." I had to listen closely now, he was speaking so 
low, more like murmuring to himself. "God, I hate it. The noise 
of the machinery and then after shutdown the line at the time 
clock, and that goddamned yellow card with a number on it. 
The number's me." He was speaking louder now and his big 
hands found a stick and were shedding off the bark as he spoke. 
"And the dirty street cars fulla foreigners, reading each other's 
papers and swinging and bumping together." 
"Why not stay here?" I interrupted. 
"My wife likes the city. Came out now to meet my family. 
Thought maybe she'd like it, thought I would. I remembered 
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all the hunting and fishing along the river and Ma's cooking, 
and the work in the fields." He was speaking louder again and 
emphasized each word with a violent tug at the shredded bark. 
"But yesterday I walked past the barn and saw Dad and Ole 
pitching manure. It hit me. It's ugly. I hate the farm," he was 
almost yelling now, "and the town, too. Snickering little people 
laughing at me. Why?" The stick finally broke with a snap which 
seemed to stop him. He looked at me, suddenly embarrassed and 
got up and walked off. 
This evening I went down to Jack's hoping Rudd would come 
in. I wanted to see him. Last night, after I met him by the river, 
he showed up in Jack's again and Mike saw him first and said, 
"Hi, Rudd, see any clay pigeons fly south this year?" Several of 
the fellows laughed at this old question, but Rudd just turned 
around and walked out again, not speaking to anyone. I wanted 
to follow him out but Einer had just finished dealing a new 
hand so I didn't. 
Well, just a little while ago I was sipping my beer, thinking 
maybe I should go out to his dad's to see him when Lou Jensen 
came in, half running and real excited. Lou's our town cop. 
"Hey! Hear about Rudd? He's dead, drowned in the river. 
Down behind the creamery. They think he went in to untangle 
his line from a snag and got the cramps." 
I just stood there. They all started talking and asking Lou 
questions. I walked out and went down to the river. There 
was a big crowd there. Someone was pointing out the place 
they found him. I walked a little to the side and there was 
Rudd's pole lying forgotten by the crowd who pulled him out. 
I picked it up and got the biggest cat fish I'd ever seen. 
# # # # 
you could always tell when she put her hand on the knob because things 
tightened in the room and the air got soggy. 
# # # * 
the high half moon with the stars that were really much nicer, and little 
insects and murky noises floating around under the trees. 
# # # * 
the professor went through his lecture like a mother taking a small boy 
through a department store, craftily avoiding the toy department. 
# # # # 
her ankles wobbled uncertainly on five-inch platform shoes. A low-cut black 
dress, fitting much too soon, vibrated with each step as though shaken by an 
eccentric oscillator within. 
# # # # 
the pledges moisten their lips. Thoughts scamper mousily through twenty 
spacious little heads. 
